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presents	 a	 summary	 of	 a	 democracy	 focused	 curricular	 initiative.	
Findings	from	this	study	of	candidates’	understandings	and	perspec-
tives	on	teaching	in	and	for	democracy	are	presented	and	discussed.	

























of	 candidates’	 current	 knowledge,	 skills,	 and	 dispositions	 related	
to	democratic	teaching.		Analysis	and	interpretation	yielded	seven	






pectations	 especially	 the	 expectation	 that	 teachers,	 working	
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nomic	 life	 in	our	society.	 	 It	also	means	 that	education—in-
cluding	 teaching—is	 intended	 to	support	equitable	access	 to	







	 Pursuing	democratic	education	 that	seeks	 to	close	 the	gap	be-









It	 should	go	without	 saying	 that	educating	 informed	participatory	





Problems Addressed in Study	
	 Schooling	is	increasingly	focused	on	goals	related	to	a	narrow	
range	of	academic	skills	and	achievement.	 	This	narrowing	of	the	

















•	What	 are	 candidates’	 current	 understandings	 and	 perspectives	
specific	to	democracy	and	schooling?		












cratic	citizens	 is	 interpreted	in	vastly	different	ways.	 	Westheimer	
and	Kahne	(2004)	have	advanced	our	understanding	by	classifying	
the	multiple	approaches	to	civic/democratic	education	in	“three	vi-
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sions	of	citizenship”	being	realized	in	education	programs.		The	first	
vision	aims	to	develop	the	personally responsible citizen	who	acts	




























































open	 inquiry,	 and	 thoughtfulness	 (Goodlad,	 et	 al.,	 2004).	 	 These	
theorists	illustrate	both	the	political	and	social	facets	of	democracy.	
To	us,	understanding	and	participating	 in	 the	more	 formal,	politi-
cal	democratic	processes	are	important,	but	we	also	contend	these	
are	only	a	part	of	 the	democratic	understandings	we	 seek	 for	our	
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students	and	ourselves.	 	We	additionally	strive	for	understandings	





























ism	 stressed	 its	 “gentling,	 civilizing	 effect	 on	behavior	 and	 inter-
personal	relationships,”	but	more	recent	political	scientists	describe	
“the	 culture	 of	 capitalism	 as	 crassly	 materialistic,	 destructively	
competitive,	corrosive	of	morality,	and	hence	self-destructive”	(Al-
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this,	Smith	 (cited	 in	Almond,	1991,	pp.	246,	247)	calls	 for	“good	













	 We	 believe	 that	 students	 educated	 for	 democratic	 participa-
tion	will	 not	 only	 develop	 the	 higher	 order	 thinking	 skills	which	
will	prompt	 them	to	ask	 the	 tough	questions	 (e.g.,	Why	do	social	









sure	 that	 students	 achieve	…	a	positive	 sense	of	 themselves,	 and	
develop	a	commitment	to	larger	social	and	community	concerns”	(p.	
16).
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Setting and Course Sequence
The	 research	 setting	where	 this	 curricular	 initiative	occurred,	 and	




	 The	Educational	Studies	 (EDST)/foundations	 department	 pro-


















Integrating Democracy: Key Concepts and Readings for Col-
laboration	
					 Many	 EDST	 department	 faculty	 members	 have	 attempted	 to	
incorporate	democratic	education	curricular	topics	in	their	courses	
for	years.		However,	these	efforts	have	been	uneven	across	various	
instructors	and	sections	of	courses.	 	 In	 the	meantime,	 two	related	
research	projects	conducted	by	scholars	affiliated	with	our	depart-
ment	 informed	our	project.	 	First,	specific	to	pre-service	teachers’	
understanding	 of	 democracy/democratic	 education,	 Castaneda	
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(2005)	found	that	pre-service	teachers	had	a	limited/unidimensional	
view	of	democracy	and	had	difficulty	in	connecting	democracy	with	
diversity/multiculturalism.	 	And	second,	findings	 from	a	 study	by	
Trent	(2005,	unpublished)	of	students	about	their	school’s	approach	
to	 democratic	 education	 also	 informed	 our	 departmental	 project:	
while	 students	 spoke	very	 highly	 of	 the	 school’s	 democratic	 pro-
cesses,	they	presented	much	more	skeptical	attitudes	about	democ-
racy	generally	 and	 the	 political	 officials	 and	processes	 of	 the	US	
Government.		
	 Our	aim	 in	 this	ongoing	 inquiry	 then	 is	 to	present	democracy	



















our	 teacher	 education	 candidates.	 	 Faculty	 readings	 from	Becker,	
Lawrence,	Detlefson,	Campbell,	Hayes	 and	Chaltain	 (and	others)	
are	 used	 to	 promote	 conversations	 and	 collaborative	 planning	 of	
course	curricula	and	activities.
	 We	 recognized	 from	 the	 beginning	 that	 this	 infusion	 of	 the	
teacher	education	curriculum	with	principles	related	to	democracy	
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will	evolve	as	we	glean	data	related	to	candidates’	understandings	
and	faculty	professional	 (collaborative)	 reflection	 that	will	 inform	
subsequent	adaptation	and	revision.		We	are	interested	in	what	this	
curricular	 initiative—systematic,	 explicit,	 and	 purposeful—means	










lier,	 this	 is	 an	 ongoing	 process.	 	Here	we	 present	 our	 account	 of	
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adapted	Likert	scale	questions	that	asked	candidates	to	agree,	most-
ly	agree,	disagree,	or	mostly	disagree	with	a	series	of	statements.	
The	surveys	 then	offered	respondents	opportunities	 to	explain	 the	





processes	 (Corbin	&	 Strauss	 2007;	 Hesse-Biber	&	 Leavy	 2006).	
The	survey	instrument	is	included	in	Appendix	A.		




















3.	Candidates’	 shallow	 understandings	 are	 reasonable	 given	
(lack	of)	prior	school	and	other	related	experiences;
4.	Diversity	 is	generally	understood	as	 a	 challenge	 to	democ-
racy;
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5.	Candidates	claim	that	developing	critical	thinking	is	the	most	
important	role	schools	can	play	in	promoting	democracy;




Theme One – Democracy Is An Enduring Value and Candidates 






















Theme Two – Candidates’ Understandings of Democracy Are 
Generally Shallow and Are Connected More Closely to Political 
Democracy Than They Are To Social Democracy
	 While	we	are	glad	that	our	candidates	have	a	positive	view	of	
democracy,	our	candidates	have	limited	knowledge	of	key	concepts	
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and	 ideas	 about	 democracy.	 	 In	 the	 open-ended	 questions	 for	 the	
survey,	most	had	trouble	recalling	and	articulating	their	knowledge	
of	more	than	one	key	idea	about	democracy	even	though	the	survey	
question	 asked	 them	 to	 list	 three	key	 ideas.	 	That	 said,	 candidate	
responses	indicated	that	they	are	exploring	and	embracing	connec-





















	 Our	 candidates’	 understandings	 of	 democracy	 are	 mostly	 fo-
cused	 on	 political	 democratic	 processes.	 	 For	 example,	 69.5%	of	




Also,	majority	 rule,	 according	 to	63.6%	of	EDST	candidates	 sur-
veyed,	is	a	defining	democratic	practice	that	should	be	unwavering	




Theme Three – Candidates’ Shallow Understandings Are Rea-
sonable Given (Lack Of) Prior School Experiences
	 Overwhelmingly,	 our	 candidates	 claimed	 limited	 exposure	 to	
experiences	that	help	them	understand	democracy	on	the	open-end-








date	concluded,	 “education	 in	America	 from	coast	 to	coast	varies	
greatly	in	how	it	chooses	to	educate	its	youth	regarding	democracy.	
When	 I	was	 raised	 it	wasn’t	 a	 focus	but	 the	program	was	good.”	
A	number	of	candidates	also	noted	the	importance	they	placed	on	
participation	in	democratic	processes	associated	with	schools	such	
as	 student	government	 and	mock	elections.	 	Finally,	 a	number	of	









the	beginning	of	 this	paper).	 	Additionally	much	of	 recent	 school	
reform	has	been	justified	by	the	need	to	advance	economic	purposes	
rather	 than	democratic	purposes.	 	 It	 is	hard	 to	expect	 someone	 to	
know	what	they	have	not	been	taught.
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Theme Five – Candidates Claim That Developing Critical 
Thinking Is the Most Important Role Schools Can Play In Pro-
moting Democracy










with	 candidates’	 beliefs	 in	 the	 procedural	 elements	 of	 democracy	
(i.e.,	voting).				













Theme Six – Candidates Feel Competent To Prepare Students 












	 More	 hopefully,	 candidates	 in	 the	 open-ended	 portion	 of	 the	
survey	acknowledged	a	lack	of	critical	knowledge,	but	they	are	in-
terested	in	learning	and	knowing	more	about	teaching	democracy.	
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time	in	the	classroom	where	future	teachers	are	taught	about	using	














want	 to	 know	 how	 they	 can	 integrate	 democratic	 principles	 and	
practices	 in	 the	 context	 of	NCLB,	 in	 their	 specific	 content	 areas,	









Theme Seven – Candidates Believe Schools Must Play a Central 
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to	 understand	 our	 students’	 current	 levels	 of	 comprehension	 and	
perceptions	in	ways	that	inform	our	integrations	of	democracy/de-
mocracy	education	into	department	level	teacher	education	courses.	
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should	play	 in	evolving	 the	field	of	 education	 in	ways	 that	better	
serve	our	pursuit	of	democratic	ideals.		In	this	article,	we’ve	shared	
our	 learning,	 our	 successes,	 our	 shortcomings,	 and	 challenges	 as	
a	 contribution	 to	 the	 democratic	 education	 conversation	 that	 has	
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4 = Agree; 3 = Mostly Agree; 2 = Mostly Disagree; 1 = Disagree
DEM Q1:	 I	 look	 forward	 to	
teaching	 about	 democracy	 and	
modeling	 democratic	 values	 in	
the	classroom
I	 rate	 this	 a	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 because.....
	
and	because.....
DEM Q2: Voting	 is	 the	 most	
important	democratic	value	that	
our	students	can	learn





and	 democracy	 as	 it’s	 actually	
practiced
I	 rate	 this	 a	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 because.....
	
and	because.....
DEM Q4: Capitalism	 as	 an	
economic	system	is	an	essential	
component	of	democracy
I	 rate	 this	 a	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 because.....
	
and	because.....
DEM Q5:	 I	 feel	 competent	 I	
will	be	able	to	prepare	students	
for	democratic	citizenship





for	 us	 to	 reach	 our	 democratic	
ideal
I	 rate	 this	 a	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 because.....
	
and	because.....
DEM Q8: Civic	 engagement	
(such	 as	 volunteering)	 is	 the	
most	 important	 democratic	
value	that	our	studnets	can	learn
I	 rate	 this	 a	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 because.....
	
and	because.....
DEM Q9: “Majority	 rule”	 is	
a	 defining	 democratic	 practice	
that	should	be	unwavering
I	 rate	 this	 a	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 because.....
	
and	because.....








	 	 	 Specific	Content	Area:																																												
Gender	(circle)	 Female	 Male
Open Ended Questions:
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